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enables a judgement to be pronounced, it is probable that the
enforcement of the statutes regulating poor relief was somewhat
spasmodic in the reign of James I (except during 1621-3) and
much more systematic under Charles I, particularly during the
years of personal government. The years of scarcity between
1621 and 1623 gave a temporary stimulus to the relief of the
poor, and those of 1629-31 had a more permanent effect.
During the first period, the danger of famine and the fear of
the rioting that it might cause made the government unusually
active, and they in their turn influenced the local authorities.
Among the remedies put into force were the severe limitation
of the quantity of malt that might be used for brewing—ebarley
is in time of scarcitie the bread-corne of the poore'1—and the
suppression of unnecessary alehouses, even up to 50 per cent.
In some places local authorities or individuals bought wheat
and sold it to the poor at less than the market price. In London,
during 1630-1, the most elaborate measures were taken to help
the destitute. The population was numbered and found to be
130,000; hence it was calculated that 5,000 quarters of wheat
would be necessary to serve the inhabitants, and each liveried
company was ordered to provide its quota and to sell it cheaply
to the needy. If a farmer was detected in profiting by a time
of scarcity to obtain a high price for his corn, the usual penalty
imposed was that he should now sell it well below the market
price.
Other calamities which severely exercised the local authorities
were the plague and fires. During visitations of the plague an
attempt was made to isolate the victims, and this naturally
compelled their support. The alternative method was to erect
pesthouses, as they were called, and local records show much
activity in this direction. In some places a physician was hired
to look after the poor. At a time when houses were still largely
built of wood, disastrous fires were frequent. Sometimes a whole
town would be practically razed to the ground. In this event,
too, attempts were made to board the poor at neighbouring
residences. In cases of especial calamity the council might
authorize the use of circular letters or church briefs to permit
collections to be made for the destitute.
In addition to these more or less compulsory measures of
1 Proclamation of Oct. 1622, quoted in B. M. Leonard, The Early History of
English Poor Relief (1900), p. 145.

